Role of bacteria in experimental colitis.
Epidemiology suggests some relationship between the establishment of the gut flora and the risk of developing inflammatory bowel disease. Unrestrained activation of the immune system against commensal bacteria appears to be responsible for the chronicity of these diseases. In animal models, broad-spectrum antibiotics reduce the bacterial load and militate against intestinal inflammation. Several bacterial species found in of the common microflora, including anaerobes, are able to invade the colonic wall when there is dysfunction of the colonic mucosal barrier. Most aerobes provoke focal areas of acute inflammation, but some anaerobes in the predominant flora induce diffuse a fibrogenic transmural response. Current research aims to identify the probiotics that might act against these bacteria. Colonization with specific probiotic strains, including a bacterium genetically engineered to secrete interleukin-10, prevents spontaneous colitis in susceptible mice. Certain lactobacilli exhibit anti-inflammatory properties naturally, i.e. without previous genetic manipulation. Prebiotics may increase colonization by lactobacilli and can prevent mucosal inflammation. Modulation of the gut flora with probiotics may prove useful in the prevention and control of inflammatory bowel diseases.